ABSTRACT
INTRODUCTION
The last decade has seen a growing interest in the notion of employee voice, both from those seeking higher levels of organisational performance and from those desiring better systems of employee representation. The European Directive on Employee Information and Consultation is also likely to strengthen the notion of employee voice. While UK and Ireland have a number of unique and diverse regulatory practices, they both have a long history of voluntarist industrial relations, and both countries are the only two EU member states that do not have a general statutory framework to ensure employee involvement. This will change with the transposition of the EU Directive into domestic legislation by 2005 -or 2008 depending on the size of the undertaking (Hall et al, 2002) .
Until 1979, the pattern of employee voice in both Ireland and the UK followed broadly similar trajectories. In the UK more direct and individualistic forms of voice took precedence following the Thatcher assault on trade unions. In Ireland collective bargaining, worker directors on the board of semi-state industries and joint consultation have remained much more prominent. The collective spirit of employee representation in Ireland has even been associated with the phenomenal rates of economic growth (Sabel, 1996; McCartney & Teague, 1998; Gunnigle, 2001 ). In the UK also, several studies appear to indicate a positive relationship between voice and organisational performance (Patterson et al, 1997; Sako, 1998; Gollan, 2001; Guest & Peccei, 2001 ).
However the relationship between participation and performance has not gone unchallenged. In Ireland, Roche & Geary (2002) question the extent to which new f o r ms o f c o l l a b o r a t i v e p r o d u c t i o n h a v e t a k e n h o l d , a n d D' A r t a n d T u r n e r ( 2 0 0 2 ) d e mo n s t r a t e a s t r o n g ' t h e m a n d u s ' d i v i d e b e t we e n ma n a g e me n t a n d wo r k e r s despite the institutional support for employee participation. Similarly, drawing on the Workplace Employee Relations Survey (WERS) series in the UK, Millward et al ( 2 0 0 0 : 1 3 7 ) n o t e t h a t p e r c e p t i o n s o f ' f a i r a n d i n d e p e n d e n t v o i c e ' s e e m t o b e r e l a t e d to the presence of a recognised trade union and union representation on a formal joint consultative committee.
In this article based on case studies in the UK and Ireland we suggest that employee voice is more extensive in terms of its scope and impact than a decade ago, although the level at which employees have a say remains the preserve of managerial control.
However, we also express caution in terms of directly linking voice with sustained organisational performance.
THE FRAMEWORK AND RESEARCH METHODS FOR THE STUDY
Voice is a word that has been more widely used in the practitioner and academic literature on HRM and industrial relations in recent years (Beardwell 1998 ; Sako 1 9 9 8 ; Ro c h e , 2 0 0 0 ; B e n s o n 2 0 0 0 ) . I n t h e ' b e s t p r a c t i c e ' HRM a n d h i g h p e r f o r ma n c e literature, voice is seen as a key ingredient in the creation of organisational commitment (Lewin & Mitchell, 1992; Pfeffer, 1998) . Indeed, publications on participation emphasise the importance of giving employees a feeling they are making choices, in both union and non-union settings (Walton 1985; Dundon, 2002; Ackers et al, 2004) . Conversely, the alternative strand sees voice in terms of rights, linking this to notions of industrial citizenship -a concept given greater impetus through membership of the European Union.
T h e wo r d ' v o i c e ' wa s p o p u l a r i s e d b y F r e e ma n a n d Me d o f f ( 1 9 8 4 ) wh o a r g u e d t h a t i t ma d e g o o d s e n s e f o r b o t h c o mp a n y a n d wo r k f o r c e t o h a v e a ' v o i c e ' me c h a n i s m. T h i s had both a consensual and a conflictual image; on the one hand, participation could lead to a beneficial impact on quality and productivity, whilst on the other it could d e f l e c t p r o b l e ms wh i c h o t h e r wi s e mi g h t ' e x p l o d e ' . T r a d e u n i o n s we r e s e e n a s t h e best agents to provide voice as they were independent and would reduce exit.
Given that the subject of voice has attracted interest from a variety of perspectives and disciplines, it is hardly surprising that its meaning has also been interpreted differently by scholars as well as practitioners (Marchington et al, 2001) . A framework for employee voice can be seen in Figure 1 below, with voice differentiated along two dimensions. These are (a) direct(based on employees themselves) and indirect (based on a union or collective grouping), and (b) shared and contested agendas. This provides four ideal types: upward problem-solving, grievance processes, partnerships and collective bargaining. Of course these are not bald alternatives as organisations can operate on more than one of these dimensions. These two axes are meant to imply tendencies towards, e.g. a shared agenda or contested agenda, rather than absolute differences. Our framework for voice is therefore rather broader and more systematic than those used by most commentators.
FIGURE 1 ABOUT HERE
The research was conducted between March and June 2001 in a total of 18 organisations. The general approach was a qualitative method given the nature of b o t h t h e i n f o r ma t i o n s o u g h t a n d ' e x p l o r a t o r y ' c h a r a c t e r o f t h e r e s e a r c h . T h e r e wa s n o pre-determined definition of employee voice, and one of the key objectives was to explore managerial conceptions of employee voice, choice and impact on performance. The limitations of the research are that each organisation was visited only once, and interviews were conducted just with managerial respondents. These included the person responsible for HR and other senior managers, such as chief executive, managing director or senior site manager. In addition to this however, access to documentary material (such as employee attitude surveys, mission statements, corporate information and personnel policies) was made available in several organisations.
Although this particular study was exploratory and limited to managerial respondents, it is worth noting that we have had contact with all but four of these organisations through other projects over a sustained period of time. Seven of the cases formed part of our study for the Employment Department in the early 1990s. A further seven have been the subject of other research, either during the last decade or in parallel with other studies -for example, for the UMIST Future of Work project and research funded by the European Regional Development Fund. This provided a degree of knowledge about the organisational context prior to the fieldwork, as well as an understanding of the major employment relations issues at these sites.
Consequently, data collection involved more than a single snapshot visit.
In order to obtain as rounded a picture as possible of employee voice and management choice, the organisations reflect differences in size (medium and large), structure (single/multi-site), representative systems (union and non-union) as well as covering a range of sectors of economic activity. These broad contextual factors have been shown to be important discriminators in other research evidence (Cully et al, 1999) . Seven of the companies had a partnership agreement with the recognised trade union, two had embarked upon union de-recognition and three employed specific non-union employee consultative committees. Five of the organisations reflected stand-alone, small-to-medium sized enterprises while 13 had operations at more than one site. Another five were classified as multinational with locations in different countries and continents (see table 2 ).
DEFINING VOICE
Although some respondents felt that previously they had never heard of the term ' e mp l o y e e v o i c e ' , mo s t we r e a b l e t o p r o v i d e a d e f i n i t i o n t o i l l u s t r a t e t h e i r understanding of what it meant. A number of respondents felt that it had resonance for them, and they were comfortable with its usage. Principally, most of the managers t e n d e d t o s e e v o i c e a s s y n o n y mo u s wi t h t e r ms s u c h a s ' c o n s u l t a t i o n ' , ' c o mmu n i c a t i o n ' a n d ' s a y ' .
There were five broad ways in which the managers spoke about employee voice in general. The responses were analysed after the interviews had been completed and then grouped into categories using the definitions outlined below.
Communication/exchange of views: an opportunity for employees and managers to exchange views about issues, generally on an individual basis but also through a collective consultation process.
Upward problem-solving: an opportunity for employees to provide feedback on specific topics, not so much as a dialogue but more as a way of providing ideas to improve organisational performance.
Collective representation: an opportunity for employee representatives -union or non-union -to communicate the views of the workforce to managers either through partnership or collective bargaining.
Engagement: a feeling on the part of staff that they are able to express their views to managers in an open environment and that management will provide support to allow this to happen.
Say about issues:
t h e o p p o r t u n i t y n o t j u s t t o h a v e a ' v o i c e ' o n i s s u e s b u t a n expectation that these views will be taken into account and may lead to changes in how decisions are made
It will be apparent that the first three categories are concerned with processes, the fourth with feelings and perceptions, and the final category with outcomes. It is therefore quite feasible that a respondent could speak in terms of more than one category during the interviews. Interestingly, not one respondent mentioned ' g r i e v a n c e s ' a s a f o r m o f e mp l o y e e v o i c e i n t h e i r i n i t i a l d e f i n i t i o n s . Mo r e o v e r , e v e n wh e n t h e i s s u e o f ' g r i e v a n c e s ' wa s d i s c u s s ed later in the interview, this tended to be viewed by most respondents as a procedural activity that had little to do with their understanding of the term. At most, it was considered marginal to the notion of voice.
Voice as communication was by far the most common immediate response to the q u e s t i o n a s k i n g ma n a g e r s t o e x p l a i n t h e i r u n d e r s t a n d i n g o f t h e t e r m ' v o i c e ' . T h e Op e r a t i o n s Ma n a g e r a t B e t . c o m s u mme d u p t h e i d e a s o f ma n y wh e n h e s a i d : ' we understand this to mean any form of two-way communication, particularly on an i n d i v i d u a l b a s i s ' . T h i s p e r s p e c t i v e , t h a t v o i c e i s mo r e t h a n o n e -way downward These are clear expressions of managers seeing voice in terms of information exchange and discussion with individual employees rather than through any collective mechanism. It was also apparent from these definitions that employee voice was seen largely in terms of its contribution to improvements in organisational performance. At Airflight, for example, it was conceived in terms of employees adding value and enhancing their contribution to organisational goals. Voice was not seen as an opportunity for employees to express dissatisfaction with their working e n v i r o n me n t o r t h e i r s u p e r v i s o r ' s s t y l e o f ma n a g e me n t.
It was rare for these respondents to conceive of information exchange through the lens of collectivism, although it was readily apparent from the mechanisms they described in the interviews that many collective forms of voice did exist. Interestingly, the first aspect of voice mentioned by the Managing Director of the small transport company, Easymove Transport, was his relationship with the local shop steward. He n o t e d t h a t ' we h a v e u n i o n r e p r e s e n t a t i o n o n a f r i e n d l y b a s i s . We h a v e a g e n e r a l dialogue, and we (the owner and the shop steward) might disappear down the pub at
p m o n a F r i d a y a n d h a v e a c h a t a b o u t wh a t i s g o i n g o n . ' T h i s i s h a r d l y t h e s t u f f o f
formal and constitutional industrial relations, however.
There also seemed to be a clear recognition that voice might be different now from what it was ten or 20 years ago. The Personnel Manager at Southern Shoe responded to the initial question by saying:
e mp l o y e e s d o n ' t g e t mu c h v o i c e t h e s e d a y s ! T h e r e we r e t i me s , t e n y e a r s a g o , in the factories when real efforts were made to ensure that regular communications went on with the workforce through weekly team meetings, suggestion schemes, departmental meetings and even whole factory meetings.
Another group of respondents saw voice not so much as a dialogue or two-way exchange of ideas but rather as the transmission of ideas to managers in order to improve organisational performance, in short upward problem solving. Employees were seen as valuable receptacles of knowledge and ideas that could only help to improve performance, and as such were important sources of expertise, as argued by Notions of collective representation were not central to the initial definitions of voice.
When we asked for specific examples, it was noticeable that a wide range of collective voice mechanisms is in use. One of the large financial services o r g a n i s a t i o n s , Re t a i l B a n k , u s e d t h e t e r m ' p a r t n e r s h i p ' i n r e f e r r i n g b o t h t o e mp l o y e e s '
financial stakes in the company as well as to its more contemporary usage in e mp l o y e e r e l a t i o n s . T h e HR Ma n a g e r s a i d t h a t ' t h e u n i o n i s t a l k i n g a b o u t p a r t n e r s h i p because the government is seen to be promoting employer-t r a d e u n i o n p a r t n e r s h i p s ' .
T h e HR Ma n a g e r a t Wh i s k y Co a l s o f e l t t h a t ' e mp l o y e e v o i c e ' e q u a t e d wi t h partnership:
I wo u l d s a y t h a t i t ' s p a r t n e r s h i p i n i t s mo s t a d u l t a n d c o n s e n s u a l f o r m. I t ' s partnership because we want to be with each other and because we recognise the advantages of working constructively with the trade union. The more freeflowing the information in the dialogue, the less there are any surprises and so i t ' s a l o t l e s s a d v e r s a r i a l .
The most radical and philosophical interpretation of voice came from the Labour
Ch a i r o f Go v e r n o r s i n t h e s c h o o l wh o s t r e s s e d t h a t ' a c o l lective union voice is a must for our evolution. Each person should have a voice and it does help if the people are o r g a n i s e d . ' I t i s a l s o i mp o r t a n t t o n o t e h e r e t h a t c o l l e c t i v e v o i c e i s n o t j u s t r e s t r i c t e d t o
unionised establishments, but was apparent at quite a number of organisations that operated with staff associations (such as Housing Association) or non-union consultative forums (as at Scotoil and Compucom).
There are structural and psychological aspects to voice, in much the same way that empowerment is seen to constitute both of these (Wilkinson, 2002) . The structural aspects can be observed from an examination of systems and practices that operate in an organisation, but this does not ensure that employees either feel that they have a voice or are confident in utilising this voice. Managers at two organisations made specific reference to this aspect of voice. The Chief Executive of Aqua spoke at length about the need for voice to be real and not merely symbolic. He said: Whilst many of the respondents talked in general terms about the processes of voice, quite a number also insisted that the outcomes of voice were particularly important.
employee relations is rath e r l i k e c u s t o me r r e l a t i o n s . I t ' s a b i t l i k e t r e a t i n g
T h e wo r d s u s e d v a r i e d b e t we e n ' i n f l u e n c e ' a n d ' s a y ' , b u t b r o a d l y t h e y c o a l e s c e d
around the notion of employees having some say or influence over policies and practices. We are not seeking to convey the impression that this represents a
s i t u a t i o n i n wh i c h c h a n g e s a r e l e d b y e mp l o y e e s o r t h a t t h e i r v o i c e i s a c t u a l l y ' h e a r d '
by managers whilst making decisions. Nevertheless, the distinctive feature of these definitions was that they all related to the potential for employee voice to impact upon outcomes rather just describing the processes that are used in organisations. Many of the managers stressed the importance of informal mechanisms and processes here, rather than just the formal structures that are provided in organisations.
Both the General Manager and the HR Specialist at ConsultancyCo felt that voice was meaningless unless it made an impact. The General Manager suggested that:
'Voice is about having opinions and observations heard. How voice is realised, recognised a n d a c t e d u p o n i s wh a t ma t t e r s . T h e r e i s n o " r e a l " v o i c e i f i t i s n o t l i s t e n e d to'.
DIFFERENT FORMS OF EMPLOYEE VOICE
Given that seven of the case studies took part in a similar project 10 years ago, there was an opportunity to examine the changing patterns of voice over time. Two findings stood out from this analysis. First, some of the different employee involvement mechanisms found in 1992 had now been recast or fused into more all-embracing upward problem-solving voice mechanisms. There was evidence of less ad hoc choices and that schemes had been more clearly integrated, particularly in terms of e mp l o y e e s ' h a v i n g a s a y ' . T h e s e c o n d i s representative participation. In many cases this was through union representation and collective bargaining, although systems for employee representation in non-union firms, or even the co-existence of union and non-union channels at the same workplace, existed across the case studies. Significantly, the role of trade unions in relation to direct involvement had changed markedly. There was some evidence of derecognition as well as new union recognition agreements, although overall senior managers saw value in working with trade unions and appeared to share information with union representatives at earlier stages in the process.
T a b l e 1 p r o v i d e s d a t a o n ' e mp l o y e e v o i c e ' f o r t h e 1 8 o r g a n i s a t i o n s i n c l u d e d i n t h e study. As well categorising the forms of employee voice into the two broad categories identified above, the final column also provides an assessment of the most distinctive practices. It is apparent from table 1 that upward problem-solving is reported as more extensive than representative participation -as we might have expected from other recent studies (Cully et al, 1998; Gill & Krieger, 1999) .
TABLE 1 ABOUT HERE Upward problem-solving in practice
All the organisations employed downward communications in one form or another, with about one-third making use of electronic media to increase the ease by which employees could respond to management or convey their own opinions to senior managers. Not surprisingly, this was more common in the service sector where whitecollar workers (and particularly professionals) formed the bulk of staff. At Eiretel, for example, the US Vice President would often send electronic messages to all staff, a practice that has been copied by other senior managers. The system is used to allow staff to post questions about technical or human resource issues direct to senior managers. Whilst in theory these have to be answered, there was some scepticism about the degree to which the whole process was stage-managed. The use of employee and attitude surveys are used in about half the organisations studied. Some of these operate at the sites we investigated as part of world-wide benchmarking exercises for the companies as a whole, with the results then being fed back from corporate headquarters back down the management chain to staff on the shop floor or in the office. In these circumstances, it is unlikely that employees (or managers for that matter) feel any ownership of the results, other than as a benchmarking tool through which to secure improvements in performance.
Two-way communications
The vast majority of the case studies reported the use of project teams in some form or another. Some of these are central to the operation of the organisation, such as the matrix teams at Compucom and ConsultancyCo that are formed to deal with specific projects and are then disbanded once the job is completed.
Representative participation in practice
About two-thirds of the organisations had some form of joint consultation operating either at site level or beyond the workplace, compared with about one-quarter for the WERS 1998 sample. JCCs were more common in larger, multi-site workplaces, and about half the unionised workplaces had JCCs compared with all but one of the nonunion firms. At some companies, these had been in existence for a long time, and they followed the fairly standard pattern of regular monthly or quarterly meetings between a number of senior managers and the shop stewards. The activity levels of these meetings varied. At Scotchem, the meetings with the TGWU tend to be 
T h e s t a f f c o u n c i l i s a c o n s u l t a t i o n f o r u m. I t ' s j u s t g i v i n g t h e m i n f o r ma t i o n , i t ' s not a negotiating forum or anything.
Significantly, the coexistence of union and non-union forms of employee voice was more than an isolated example. Indeed, joint consultation -in one form or anotherwas widespread at organisations that did not recognise unions for collective bargaining purposes. At Housing Association, a JCC was set up over 20 years ago.
The Deputy Director regarded it as:

A mechanism that has stood the test of time, but it has not been widely used by employees for making their voice heard. However, I can probably count out on one hand the number of really contentious issues that have been thrashed out around the table.
Seven of the cases had some form of partnership scheme in existence, although not all actually termed it that. Perhaps the most extensive and wide-ranging partnership agreement is between Midbank and UNIFI. The key principles of the a g r e e me n t r e l a t e t o ' mu t u a l i t y a n d i n c l u s i v e n e s s , a n a c c e p t a n c e t h a t b o t h p a r t i e s have distinctive but complementary roles, and an acknowledgement that difficult and c o n t e n t i o u s i s s u e s h a v e t o b e c o n f r o n t e d j o i n t l y ' .
A p a r t n e r s h i p a g r e e me n t a l s o o p e r a t e s a t Wh i s k y Co u n d e r t h e t i t l e ' Wo r k i n g
T o g e t h e r ' . T h i s u s e d p h r a s e o l o g y t h a t i s we l l -known in these sorts of agreement -
mutuality, joint commitment to organisational performance, acknowledgement of separate interests. A section from the agreement noted that:
The culture ( o f ' Wo r k i n g T o g e t h e r ' i n p a r t n e r s h i p )promotes employee development, participation, flexibility, performance and reward within a framework of excellent communications. The agreement will be the basis of o u r j o i n t a b i l i t y t o a d d v a l u e t o t h e c o mp a n y ' s b u s i n e s s p e r f o r ma n c e through the creation of an ethical and inclusive environment of opportunity.
European works councils are obviously a relat i v e l y n e w ' v o i c e ' s t r u c t u r e f o r mo s t
workers in the UK and Ireland. The EWC at Whisky Co came about because the firm is part of a much larger European-owned multinational, that at Eiretel through its part in a large American-owned firm, and those at Scotoil and Southern Shoe due to these UK-owned firms having other sites throughout the rest of Europe. Overall, however, EWCs were seen as a relatively remote mechanism for employee voice; more as something that was required rather than a mechanism that was seen to add value. Eiretel provided two employee representatives for the EWC, but again this was
c o n s i d e r e d t o b e t o o ' d i s t a n t ' f o r i t t o b e me a n i n g f u l f o r e mp l o y e e s a t t h e I r i s h p l a n t .
Moreover, it was felt that the agenda was rather narrow and minimalist, in line with the perception that the company had been forced to accept an EWC rather than willingly introduce and develop this. In a similar vein, the EWC at Southern Shoe had only recently been introduced and had yet to find a clear focus.
The final form of voice that we consider is collective representation, which existed at about two-thirds of the organisations. Trade unions have always provided a channel for independent voice to employers, either through collective negotiations about wages and conditions or through the pursuit of individual employee grievances.
As such, collective representation offers an alternative perspective to the forms that have been discussed so far, the vast majority of which are initiated by employers and are more susceptible to potential managerial influence and control. Additionally, whilst most other forms of voice that have been considered thus far are concerned with how employees can contribute -ultimately -to improved organisational performance, collective representation can provide challenges to current priorities and perspectives as well. The impact on organisational performance may also be positive, but this can be indirect.
The form and impact of collective representation varied substantially among the organisations and this depended on, inter alia, the level of membership, the type of unions and managerial attitudes towards collective representation. In the case studies levels of membership varied from very high to relatively insignificant, collective bargaining took place at different levels across the larger organisations, and the number of unions that were recognised varied from one to four. Significantly, while collective representation figured so little in management accounts of voice, employers still regarded unions as a positive force in expressing employee concerns and were prepared to disclose information to representatives much earlier than had been a the case a few years ago.
THE PERCEIVED BENEFITS OF EMPLOYEE VOICE
Given that isolating cause and effect is problematic, one way in which voice may be s e e n t o i mp a c t o n e mp l o y e e b e h a v i o u r a n d p e r f o r ma n c e i s t h e ' i n d i r e c t ' l i n k a g e between practice and outcome. Although our respondents agreed that it was difficult to quantify the impact of voice, there was widespread agreement that employee voice acted as the gateway to a more open and constructive climate. It is this better climate which was then seen to help identify the links between voice and impact. Many of the managers commented that voice contributed to improved performance because it generated a better environment in which to work. The Chief Executive of Aqua articulated this view:
We are spending plenty of money on [staff] paternalistic and ethical managerial a p p r o a c h o f ' t r e a t i n g e mp l o y e e s i n a d e c e n t wa y ' :
I d o n ' t t h i n k we s e t o u t t o s a y we wi l l u s e e mp l o y e e s t o c r e a t e a p r o f i t a b l e o r s u c c e s s f u l o r g a n i s a t i o n , I t h i n k i t c o me s f r o m a n o t h e r a n g l e … we d o n ' t b u s h wh a c k t h e m a n d c a t c h t h e m o f f g u a r d . I t ' s n o t the kind of atmosphere we wa n t t o g e n e r a t e a t a l l … I f y o u t r e a t y o u r wo r k f o r c e d e c e n t l y a n d h o n e s t l y y o u will reap the benefits (HR Manager, Housing Association).
When considering any specific or single rationale for why employers bother with In reality of course, some of these areas overlap and do not represent discrete bundles but rather simplified patterns of (perceived) impact. For instance, the generation of ideas from a suggestion scheme could shape both the nature and quality of future contributions by employees, but it may also help improve the efficiency and quality of how people are managed. Thus, in reality the precise contours and patterns are likely to be much more complicated, dynamic and uneven.
Employee contributions
In two-thirds of the case studies, managers reported some improvement in employee attitudes and behaviours as a result of employee voice, albeit to varying degrees. The
Customer Service Manager at Bet.com had very strong views that voice does have a positive impact on employee commitment, even though precise details were difficult to quantify:
T h e b u s i n e s s wo n ' t f u n c t i o n p r o p e r l y : a ) i f we h a v e n ' t g o t p e o p l e c o mi n g i n wh o a r e c o mmi t t e d ; a n d b ) mo r e p a r t i c u l a r l y , we ' v e g o t p e o p l e wh o we r e o n c e c o mmi t t e d b u t we ' v e d o n e s o me t h i n g t o h a c k t h e m o f f . I f we ' r e u n wi t t i n g l y d o i n g s o me t h i n g t h a t ' s n o t g e t t i n g t h e b e s t o u t o f p e o p l e t h e n a t l e a s t we have the opportunity to put things right and speak to the person.
On e i n t e r e s t i n g f i n d i n g f r o m o u r s a mp l e r e l a t e d t o t h e ' s c o p e ' a n d ' r a n g e ' o f i s s u e s o n which employees are able to contribute. For instance, team briefings and top down communications are often associated with more trivial matters, yet we find that voice can impact on a broader set of issues including customer relations, organisational strategies, new services and products to clients, as well as internal work systems. At ConsultancyCo, a v o i c e me c h a n i s m c a l l e d ' s t r a t e g y d a y s ' a l l o we d wo r k e r s ' a s a y '
over the future direction of the company. Directors first outlined company objectives, market issues and prospective clients to the whole workforce, before employees spent the day in small groups discussing these issues and feeding back ideas to a p l e n a r y s e s s i o n t h a t a g r e e d a n ' a c t i o n p l a n ' . A t S c o t c h e m, a n e mp l o y e e r e l a t i o n s workshop was one attempt to bring together union representatives and senior managers to work on issues to do with the process of managing employment relations, including the measurement of staff satisfaction that reflected and reinforced new relationships. Similarly, at Scotoil, non-union staff representatives had a wide remit to include agenda items for discussion at the works committee. Examples ranged from proposals for new off shore safety helicopters to improved parking facilities, free lunches, and a new company-wide discipline procedure. The rationale was explained by the Senior Site Manager at Scotoil:
Our employees spend hundreds of thousands of pounds every day to pursue business objectives. Our experience with consultation is that our employees place the same degree of objectivity and professionalism on the issues that they are asked to give their opinions on as they do for their business goals.
Whilst any attempt to unpack voice or draw any causal links to enhanced performance is problematic, there does seem to be a strong pattern to suggest that the range of issues employees contribute towards are far-reaching and extensive. On the whole, our study does not support the idea that voice is confined to trivial matters in order to conjure up an illusion of pseudo-participation. The difficulty is that precise details of cause and effect are almost impossible to disentangle.
Improved management systems
In addition to improvements arising from employee contributions, there are also spinoffs that are believed to improve people management systems and processes. At Scotchem, it was felt that the greater willingness by staff to challenge issues and decisions around the site had an educative impact for management by improving HR systems. Also, at City School, an achievement award for improved performance was won, and the Head felt that the School Development Planning day two years ago was one of the major reasons for a change in ethos. At that event, the Head presented information on the school's results and then broke staff into groups to discuss the way forward.
This meant looking at the ethos of the school and trying to work out where we would like to be and how we would get there. The seeds for the improvements were clearly sown at that meeting.
Organisational performance
On the whole, improved performance indicators are perhaps the most difficult to define let alone measure. Several studies, such as those by Huselid (1995 ), Paterson et al (1997 ), and Guest (1997 , suggest that the most appropriate indicators of improved performance include low levels of absenteeism, productivity improvements and better staff retention rates. However, as previously noted, not all of the organisations maintained adequate absence, productivity or retention statistics that allowed independent assessment of the links between voice and performance. As a result we have to rely upon managerial impressions of the relationship between voice and performance, and it may be that superior organisational performance provides the space and resources to experiment with employee voice.
With these limitations in mind, several respondents expressed their belief that there was a clear link between voice and performance. The HR Manager at Scotchem felt that it would be impossible to gain significant improvements without a large element of voice. He was keen to achieve a situation where people wanted to do much more than just come to work, and felt that such an environment directly contributed to low levels of absence and staff turnover. Interestingly, he suggested that a major a d v a n t a g e o f v o i c e wa s t h a t ' i t g r e a s e d t h e wh e e l s o f i n d u s t r y ' . I n t h a t s e n s e t h e link b e t we e n v o i c e a n d p e r f o r ma n c e h a s a r e s o n a n c e wi t h o t h e r ' i n d i r e c t ' b e n e f i t s s u c h as a more co-operative environment. While it was difficult to actually differentiate the impact of employee voice compared with any other aspect of employment relations at each of the organisations, all of the managers felt that, in their experience, voice was a major contributor to the success of other HR polices. At Midbank, voice was a major component of the most recent change programme that was aiming to review and improve the bank's people management policies. Introduced during 1999, the first phase of the project covered reward and recognition, roles and behaviours, and performance management.
Management workshops and focus groups involved 116 staff at all levels, completed in 1999. Output from these groups was used to develop proposals for a new reward and development structure.
The potential for employee voice to contribute directly to additional business was mentioned several times, particularly at the smaller organisations where employees had some direct contact with customers. At Bet.com for instance, the speed and accuracy with which call centre operatives dealt with customers was viewed as critical for customer satisfaction, and it was argued that this helped to retain existing customers as well as gaining future business. Also, at ConsultancyCo, employee ideas were central to new client contracts and employees were encouraged to come up with new services and products on their own initiative. At Easymove Transport, drivers received a small bonus when they passed on information to the owner about customers and clients that might result in new business.
The major difficulty with evaluating such impacts is they tend to relate to other HR initiatives as well as voice. A number of organisations claimed that voice led to improvements in staff retention and a reduction in absence but this was often linked to a broader package of HR measures rather than voice per se. At ConsultancyCo the central message was corporate culture. The centrality of ethics was a strong feature at Housing Association, whilst at Airflight and HiFi Sounds, customer care was regarded as of paramount importance. Overall, managers were sure that there was a positive relationship between employee voice and performance. However, what remains problematic is that much of the data is perceptual. That is, any voice a n d p e r f o r ma n c e l i n k i s p r e d i c a t e d o n t h e ma n a g e r i a l a s s u mp t i o n ' b e t t e r p e r f o r ma n c e i s g o o d f o r b u s i n e s s ' a n d t h e r e f o r e mu s t b e ' g o o d f o r e mp l o y e e s ' .
CONCLUSION
In this study, the majority of definitions of voice provided by managers revolved around the processes rather than being explicitly concerned with outcomes. Few saw voice in terms of collective representation but instead tended to focus on two-way communications, an exchange of ideas or upward problem-solving. Some were adamant that it was the opportunity for voice that mattered, and that not too much attention should be placed on the techniques that were in place. In this respect, voice was seen as an informal part of daily operations. If staff felt unable to express their voice, either through a lack of confidence or a belief that it would not be taken seriously, there was little point in having the systems in the first place. The overwhelming impression gained is that voice typically revolves around two-way communications. This is then seen as a way to enhance employee contributions and thus lead to improved levels of performance.
The evidence presented here suggests that the link between voice and performance remains problematic. A key issue is that of evaluation and on whose terms. Should assessments be made in terms of merely having a voice (i.e. the process) or in terms of how things may be changed due to voice (i.e. the outcomes)? If it is the latter, then who gains? None of the organisations in this study claimed that they evaluated the impact of voice initiatives as a whole. Broadly speaking, employee voice operated primarily as a loose and imprecise notion that was seen to contribute to competitive advantage, but also as part of a general and broader package of HR practices.
' Un p i c k i n g ' i t s c o n t r i b u t i o n ma d e l i t t l e s e n s e t o t h e s e o r g a n i s a t i o n s .
Despite these cautions, there does appear to be a more systemic alliance of disparate voice mechanisms than there was ten years ago (Marchington et al, 1992) .
Two-way communications are now rather less about trivia and more about issues to do with operational outcomes. There is a longstanding academic view that effective wo r k e r p a r t i c i p a t i o n i n i n d u s t r y i s d o o me d t o f a i l b e c a u s e o f t h e ' a r ms -length advers a r i a l ' s y s t e m o f i n d u s t r i a l r e l a t i o n s ( Hy ma n 1 9 9 5 ) . F r o m t h i s p e r s p e c t i v e , neither workplace union representatives (focused on job controls and distributive bargaining) nor line managers (concerned to protect management prerogative) are interested in a positive-sum sharing of power that makes for effective employee participation. We found some evidence that this double blockage is becoming a less significant obstacle. In some cases the scope of collective bargaining (in both distributive and integrative terms) incorporated a broader set of strategic policies. A new generation of line managers, union representatives and employees appear more at ease with a set of inclusive (direct and indirect) rather than exclusive (direct versus indirect) voice practices. Managers seem more confident in organising direct exchanges of opinion with employees, while union representatives and employees expect them to do so. In this respect, there has been a normalisation of employee voice that transcends the traditional collective-individualist discourse.
While the UK and Republic of Ireland do not represent a single institutional industrial relations space, they are the only two European member states without a statutory framework for employee voice. This will change with the transposition of the EU Directive on Employee Information and Consultation promoting a more sympathetic, if qualified, support for trade union and representative forms of employee voice (Ackers et al, 2004) . Moreover, the new citizenship rights agenda promoted by the EU pays particular attention to employee voice and impacts directly on employer choice in this area. Given the range of managerial initiatives assessed in this article, such as voice and partnership, the expectations of many employees have been raised. Indeed, many of the managers we spoke with stressed that employees are now more confident in expressing their views. As this enters the heart of working life and, in the case of voice, gains institutional forms, organisations are increasingly likely to face a diffuse but persistent range of concerns from highly articulate employees. In this respect, managing employee voice will be closely related to managing diversity. ConsultancyCo specialises in computer software and security consultancy services. One owner founded the company in 1992, and it has grown on average by 30% a year and has sites in London, Edinburgh, Dublin and a head office in Manchester. About 70% of the workforce are consultants with the remaining 30% support staff.
